AN    EMPIRE    FALLS    IN    PREPARATION        Ql
Government proclaimed martial law, but the crowds defied the
order and on Sunday evening marched through the city shouting,
"Down with the Emperor !" The same evening a company of the
Pavlovski regiment fired on the police and were disarmed and
confined in the Preobrashenski barracks. Next morning the
Preobrashenski and Volinski regiments mutinied and marched
through the streets to the War Ministry. An order signed by the
Tsar appeared proroguing the Duma which was sitting, but the
members refused to be dispersed and a delegation of the mutineers
went to the Duma. During the afternoon a "Temporary Committee
for the Preservation of Order" representing all parties in the Duma,
including the Socialists, but excluding the extreme right, was set
up, and a revolution was in being.
The trouble was to be sure whether this was the real revolution
or not. It was true that it was all obviously in the drift of the stream.
But the position was a complicated one for the officers of the regiments
in and around Petrograd and the disadvantages of the policy of
drift became apparent at once. If the mutiny of the regiments were
God's doing, He was showing His hand in a distressingly awkward
manner, for how could He expect officers and gentlemen to follow a
lead set by their own mutinous men ? It was unimaginative, to say
the least. Set down thus, the dilemma in which most of my fellow
officers found themselves in that second week of March sounds
irreverent, but it was real and acute. If they joined the men and the
revolt failed, they would be condemned, not as revolutionaries, but
only as mutineers. They had to be sure before they allowed them-
selves to slip over the edge that this really was Niagara which had
been reached and not a small rapid which would tumble them about
and break their skulls. They had foreseen the revolution as coming
with a torrent force and an authority which no one could fail to
recognize, and they were dismayed to find the politicians ready to
hail this plebeian turbulence as the thing. It was disconcerting, too,
to discover that one was not being swept over but had to will oneself
to jump.
I had not been in Petrograd on the day on which the revolt
began, but K-----had, and he returned in the evening full of the
news. A visit to other messes revealed the predicament I have out-
lined above. Our Colonel was for marching on Petrograd at once,
but could find nobody to give him the orders. Most of us were of
the opinion that the men would refuse to obey. The news from the
palace was that the Empress was talking in whispers and looked
scared and that Protopopoff had disappeared but that troops to
quell the rising were being sent from the front.
For the first time I realized the significance of class-consciousness